CHALLENGES IN 
AUTOMATING THE 
LIBRARY SERVICES 



Chief Editor: 
FIDA MOHAMMAD 

Editors: 

HAMID REHMAN 
SYED LLAQAT ALI 
A. AZIZ SALIM 


DEPARTMENT OF LIBRARY & 
INFORMATION SCIENCE 
UNIVERSITY OF PESHAWAR 


With the Collaboration of 


UNIVERSITY GRANTS COM MISSION 
ISLAMABAD 


1993 



LIBRARY AUTOMATION 
PROBLEMS IN PAKISTAN 


By 

BUSHRA A. RIAZ* 

In Lahore, complete computer application has been 
done at the Lahore University of Management Sciences 
(LUMS) Library. Efforts of library automation are 
underway at Iqbal Academy, Quaid-e-Azam Library, Dyal 
Singh Trust Library and Punjab Public Library. The nine 
libraries of the Lahore Business and Economics Libraries 
Network (LABELNET), are also in the process of being 
computerized under the guidance of LUMS Library. The 
problems Stated in this paper arc based on the author’s 
experiences, personal observations of various library 
computerization efforts going on in Lahore as well as 
discussions with librarians attending the library automation 
training courses and seminars held in Lahore. The heads of 
institutions intending to automate their libraries, and 
computer vendors or programmers with library automation 
assignments, who visit LUMS Library from time to time to 
see its automated functions, have also been a source of 
valuable Information. 

Pakistan could be characterized as a land of many 
small libraries. For example, each academic department In 
a University, prides itself on its library. Similarly, each 
college, research institution, government bureau, chambers 
of commerce, etc. contains u collection of books. This 
proliferation of libraries accompanying with extremely 
limited financial support has led to very unfortunate con¬ 
ditions In most of these libraries. They are generally poorly 
housed, poorly organized, under stuffed and woefully 
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deficient in their collections. Adding to the prevailing 
conditions is the dilemma of library automation. The 
bureaucrats and top-level managers have suddenly started 
realizing the importance of automating libraries. Recently 
some of the libraries have been provided with small 
computers while others are being persuaded by their parent 
organizations to start using computers. 

Since the librarians cannot participate in effective 
decision making due to their ignorance about the informa¬ 
tion technology, all types of computer experts manage to 
impress the higher-ups, the administrators and directors 
with inefficient homemade software to prepare booklists 
and catalogue cards. There is little quality control and often 
large amounts arc paid for substandard automation work, 
for which the librarians might not even be consulted. 

A look on librarians' side finds them dumbfound and 
confused. The formal instruction on information science 
and technology is not being offered in any of the library 
schools in the country. The library automation techniques 
and concepts of library database management are still alien 
to 99% of the library community. Some local library 
associations have tried to tackle this problem by holding 
short courses and workshop. However, their efforts are 
generally limited due to scarcity of funds. 

In some cases, the librarians were found reluctant to 
acquire computers or attend library automation courses. 
Obviously, they know that doing so would increase the 
pressure on them for computerization of their library. They 
rightly feel that much more than acquiring a piece of 
equipment or attending a two-week workshop is required 
for this task. However, they do not know what exactly this 
much more is. Hence, they do not have the ability to 
convince their bosses. This state of affairs is causing many 
library automation efforts ending in smoke. 

It is important at this stage that careful consideration 
be given to identify the problems underlying this situation 
so that practical solutions could be found for its 
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improvement. Some of the general problems identified by 

this author have been defined as follows: 

1. THE COMPUTER ILLITERACY 

One can feel the rapid change in the computerization 
scene in Pakistan. More and more Computer Education 
Centers are being established. People in general, have 
increasingly developed a trend for learning about 
computers and their use. The number of computer 
marketing firms is increasing every day. However, 
computer use is still not very common in the country. 
Especially for the public sector organizations, the 
bureaucratic structure and the scarcity of funds make this 
development more difficult as compared with the private 
sector. Therefore, the public in general does not have 
much acquaintance with the computers, their use and 
how they work. This lack of computer literacy has given 
way to many myths and illusions about library 
computerization, which is perhaps the main cause of 
unsuccessful library computerization efforts. These 
illusions exist at all levels. 

At the top-management level, managers think that 
supplying computer hardware is sufficient to 
computerize a library. There is little realization about 
prerequisites like systems analysis and design, 
consultancy, training, procurement of appropriate 
software, recruitment of staff, computer maintenance 
expenses and time and money involved in retrospective 
conversion of data on card catalogue or other manual 
records, into computer records. No budget is planned and 
no arrangement is made for the provision of these 
requirements and these efforts normally do not 
materialize. 

At the level of librarians, the computers and computer 
experts are taken as sacred cows. Librarians do not 
realize that they should be assertive and aggressive to 
make library automation work, fit their needs rather than 
modifying those needs to fit automation. This results in 


29 



an ineffective and inefficiently automated system, which 
is normally more cumbersome than even the previous 
manual system. The automated system at a big Library 
in Lahore is the best example where a system of 
preparing, standardizing and using abbreviations in long 
titles etc., has been imposed just because the automated 
system does not have the capability of flexible length 
fields. 

Some other myths about library automation, which have 
been shared by Pakistani librarians, are: (1) that, library 
automation is too expansive for their library to be tried 
or automating library processes is too expansive so it 
must start with automation of one process. The reality is 
that automation saves money. Automating one process 
while other processes still managed manually is more 
expensive in terms of money, time and effort because it 
unnecessarily duplicates all three. (2) that, extra staff 
would be required to handle the automated processes, 
whereas the output in technical services can be much 
increased with the use of computers without additional 
staff. (3) that, the library cannot be automated until the 
bibliographic records of the complete holdings are 
entered into the database, which is just a wrong 
impression. In fact, any library can be automated any 
time. The retrospective conversion of existing manual 
records into computerized records is a separate issue, 
which would be discussed later in this paper. (4) that, 
library automation is a computer expert’s job and the 
librarian's responsibility is to sit behind and watch them 
until the work is done. Instead, the librarians should take 
charge of their library’s automation. They do not 
essentially need a consultant, but they should be 
watchful of vendor claims while taking their final 
decisions. 

These confusions and ambiguities can be overcome 
easily by studying literature. Many library journals have 
allotted lot of space to microcomputer applications. 
Pakistani librarians can become sufficiently computer 
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literate by reading these journal articles. 

2. IMPROPER PLANNING 

In 1985, Drabenstott* from a group of consultants, 
gathered the following points as the most common 
mistakes that librarians are likely to make while planning 
automation in their libraries: 

a) They do not plan carefully and adequately. 

b) Their knowledge of information technology is 
inadequate. 

c) They fail to approach contracts in a businesslike 
manner. 

d) They fail to estimate and justify costs. 

e) They fail to deal with the magnitude of retrospection 
conversion of paper records to computer records in 
terms of cost and planning. 

3. In Pakistan, the bureaucratic structure generally does 
not put librarians in the key positions where effective 
decision making and planning is involved. Therefore, I 
find the Pakistani libraries making all of the above 
mistakes. However, in the few positions where they 
have the needed authority, they are making all of the 
above-mentioned mistakes. The planning process for 
automation demands thorough understanding of all 
systems before and after automation. In addition, it 
consists of minute details which arc easily lost in the 
minds of planners. Without a spread of computer 
literacy, one cannot expect this type of understanding 
from Pakistani librarians. 

4. THE LIBRARY SOFTWARE 

If we can manage to overcome the problems of 
computer illiteracy and the lack of planning, next 


* Drabenstott, Jon. Automating Libraries: the major mistakes 
vendors are likely to make. Library Hi Tech. 1985; 3 (2): 
107-114. 
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comes the problem of Library software, its selection, 
availability and cost. 

Firstly, the local vendors do not deal in library software 
due to the fear of the widespread trend of software 
piracy so the local market does not offer much choice. 
Secondly, awareness about the currently available 
software, their evaluation and comparison with each 
other is not easily available. Thirdly, no software 
developed abroad suits Pakistani libraries’ needs. 

In most of the Pakistani libraries, at least half of their 
collection is in Urdu. This situation has given way to 
two options. First is direct import of software as is done 
in LUMS, PARC etc. and second is in-house 
development of software. In-house development 
option, normally influenced by the impressive vendor 
claims, seems to be more popular in the country. 
Although more money has been spent, so far it has been 
a failure. A few efforts of developing library software 
in Urdu language like KITABDAR have also been 
noticed but the need for an effective library control 
system supporting Urdu language still exists. A number 
of libraries are choosing Uncsco’s MICRO- CDS/ISIS 
software just because it is available free of charge. In 
Saudi Arabia successful efforts have been done to 
develop Arabic version of this software. A little more 
work may bring out an Urdu version which can solve 
this problem to some extent. 

5. RETROSPECTIVE CONVERSION 

It has been mentioned before, that the conversion of 
bibliographic files in a library to machine-readable 
format is considered to be the whole of the library 
automation task. Many times big libraries consider 
automation to be impossible due to the complexity of 
retrospective conversion job. it is required that the 
conversion work should be considered and understood 
as an activity separate from library automation work. 

Secondly, the managers, administrators and librarians 
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should understand that this is a tedious and highly time- 
consuming job and must not expect that it would be 
completed overnight. Thirdly, careful planning should 
be done beforehand to do this work effectively and 
economically, and the time and cost involved should be 
clearly defined. 

5. STANDARDIZATION AND QUALITY 
CONTROL 

Looking at the library automation work underway in 
Pakistan, it is evident that each library is doing this 
work individually. There is no standard and nationally 
accepted form at for development of library databases 
or defined specifications for library automation 
systems. As a result sharing of information among 
libraries could not be possible at any stage. The 
National Library and the professional associations 
should take this problem seriously. In many developing 
countries, the US MARC or UK MARC have been 
modified to make national formats like MALMARC in 
Malaysia and THAIMARC in Thailand. A similarcffort 
needs lobe done in Pakistan for the introduction of PAK 
MARC. 

6. BUREAUCRATIC SET-UP 

The biggest hindrance in the development of library 
automation in Pakistan is the country’s bureaucratic 
structure, because: 

1) The librarians do not enjoy equal status and powers 
as their counterparts in the same system hence they 
arc not involved in planning and decision making. 

2) Library budget is limited to books only. Other 
equipment like shelving, typewriters, computers, 
printers etc. is not considered even on repeated 
requests. If some equipment is provided, its 
maintenance, cost and running expenses are not 
provided without which any type of automation is 
impossible. 
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3) Automation demands quick decision and fast action, 
while the bureaucratic procedures and formalities are 
so time consuming and cumbersome that by the time 
a proposal is accepted, technological advancements 
demand a change altogether. It generates another 
scries of formalities and the mutation is lost 
somewhere in this vicious circle. 

7. OTHER PROBLEMS 

Some other problems may be defined as lack of 
expertise, technical know-how and the vendor support 
for library hardware and software. No consultancy 
firms about library automation or library systems 
analysis and design exist and experts are few. Training 
focused on library automation is scarce and 
uncoordinated. Most of the trainees exposed to the 
training arc not given chance to apply the knowledge 
acquired. 

If a library is lucky enough to get automated despite the 
above problems, non-availability of vendor support for 
the specialized library software and hardware becomes 
the major hindrance for further development. Recently 
UMI refused to sell a CD- ROM database of business 
journals called “Business Periodicals OnDisc", to 
LUMS Library. The reason was that they required an 
agent in the country, with the capability to supply as 
well as provide necessary technical support for the 
specialized CD-ROM workstations. So far no computer 
firm is ready to take the responsibility. 

Despite the aforementioned problems, library auto¬ 
mation is gaining momentum in the country and librarians 
have to face the challenge of new developments. A system¬ 
atic and effective program is required at this stage for their 
guidance, instruction and professional development. 
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